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Familia: Caprimulgidae
Orden: Caprimulgiformes

Description                                       

The Puerto Rican nightjar is a medium-sized nocturnal 
bird with a very short, but very wide, beak. Its 
plumage is mottled with chocolate-brown, gray and 
black splotches. The male has a wide, white band 
along the outer edges of its tail. The female has a 
smaller white band along the outer edges of the tail. 
The Puerto Rican nightjar nests on the ground, where 
it camouflages very well with the leaf litter. 

Biological Information                     

Reproduction
The Puerto Rican nightjar does not build an actual 
nest; rather, it deposits its eggs directly on the leaf 
litter in densely-vegetated forests. Nesting season 
lasts from February through July, and both males and 
females incubate the eggs and feed the hatchlings.
Habitat                                                              
The tree species usually found in the Puerto Rican 
nightjar’s habitat include the oxhorn tree (Bucida 

buceras), gumbo limbo (Bursera simaruba), 
birdcatcher trees (Pisonia albida), Caribbean 
princewood (Exostema caribaeum), and big-leaf 
mahogany (Swietenia mahagoni). Some of these 
trees shed their leaves during certain seasons, and 
the nightjar uses this leaf litter for nesting. 

Diet                                                                  
The Puerto Rican nightjar feeds on nocturnal moths 

and other flying insects. During the day, chicks sleep 
on the ground while adults sleep perched on tree 
branches. At nighttime, the adults come down to feed 
the chicks, and continue flying and gliding. 

Distribution                                                  
In 2010, Puerto Rican nightjar presence was 
confirmed in 13 municipalities in southern Puerto 
Rico. Over 55,570 cuerdas along the southern coast 
are considered potential habitat for the Puerto Rican 
nightjar, from Guayama to Cabo Rojo. The majority of 
high-quality habitat for this species is found between 
the municipalities of Guánica, Sabana Grande, Yauco, 
Guayanilla, Peñuelas and Ponce. A large part of the 
areas with suitable habitat potential are in privately-
owned land near protected areas such as the Susúa 
Commonwealth Forest, the El Convento protected 
area, and Guánica Commonwealth Forest.

Threats                                               

Some the threats faced by this species include:
•	 Destruction or modification of the habitat for 

agricultural, residential, and tourism development. 
•	 Predators such as:
•	 Pearly-eyed thrasher (Margarops fuscatus)
•	 Short-eared owl (Asio flammeus) 
•	 Red fire ants (Solenopsis invicta) – These prey 

on the nightjar’s eggs and hatchlings, since the 
species nests on the ground. 

•	 Patas monkeys (Erythrocebus patas) and Rhesus 
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monkeys (Macaca mulatta) - Although it is 
speculated that these monkeys could be nightjar 
predators, it has not been documented.

•	 Small Indian mongoose (Herpestes javanicus) - It 
depredates the nightjar’s eggs or hatchlings. 

Conservation Measures                   

The Puerto Rican nightjar was listed under the 
Endangered Species Act in 1970. In 2010, a 
quantitative model was developed to allow for the 
identification of potential habitat for the nightjar. The 
model estimates the quality of the habitat by using 
geographical information data. 

The Endangered Species Act of 1973, as amended, 
prohibits the killing, harassing, trapping, purchasing 
or selling any species, as well as parts and products 
derived from the species.

Recommendations                                 

Forests must be allowed to mature, since the nightjar 
needs closed-canopy forests with widely-spaced trees, 
a structure usually common in mature forests. 

The Puerto Rican nightjar is easily confused with the 
common nighthawk (Chordeiles minor), a bird of very 
similar appearance to the nightjar, which migrates 
to Puerto Rico during summer. Increasing public 
awareness in relation to the species might help with 
the conservation efforts. 

The vast majority of suitable nightjar (81.4%) 
remains under private ownership. Therefore, efforts 
must be concentrated in acquiring and protecting 
as much forest habitat as possible in this fairly 
large tract of coastal dry forest. Also, conservation 
programs from agencies like the USFWS and Natural 

Resources Conservation Service (NRCS) should also 
be implemented in private lands within this region, 
aiming to create natural corridors between Guánica, 
Susúa, La Parguera, Sierra Bermeja, and some places 
in Sabana Grande and Guayama to ease the nightjar’s 
dispersion.
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